THE NATURE OF A TAX.                iF

leaf, its size, its habitat. But botanists have not looked
more deeply into these questions of colour, shape, and so
on, that true and false buttercups may be accurately recog-
nised. They have abandoned the name, and have given
us instead, Ranunculus acris, Ranunculus bulbosus, and so
forth. The question of the "true" buttercup is to-day
unsettled. The two flowers mentioned, the meadow crow-
foot (Ranunculus acris), or the bulbous crowfoot (Ranun-
culus bu-lbosus), are indifferently accepted as buttercups by
most of the people who pluck them ; and some would
extend the name to include the celandines, the goldilocks,
or the corn crowfoot. Neither the botanist nor the un-
taught man can to-day lay his finger authoritatively on the
" true buttercup." The botanist would certainly turn to
the crowfoot rather than to the celandine or goldilocks, and
would probably give the preference to the meadow crowfoot.
But so also would the untaught man, and, which is more
significant, fur the same reasons : that is, both would be
guided by the idea of a glossy butter-yellow cup, of about
the size suggested by memories of buttercups gathered in
early youth : guided also by subsidiary memories of grass
knee-deep, long green flower-stalks, deep-cut foliage. The
botanist lias no criterion of buttercup-ness, as he has of the
whole order of Raiiunculacese. As a man, he may use the
word buttercup with more than ordinary discrimination,
but as a botanist lie avoids it.

But the method that has grown up among economists
is quite different. Among their buttercups and quasi-
buttcrcups, floating and circulating buttercups, they search
for the most characteristic specimen, or for the most general
and distinctive features, and arrive at a "true " or " pure "
buttercup. They do not abandon the word and seek or
make another : they narrow it.

This is the method adopted here. When we have traced
the essential characteristics of all taxes, we shall be able
to define and to recognise a " pure tax/' A theory of
taxation can then be formulated which will properly apply
only to pure taxes. When we are dealing with revenue,
we can apply our theory to that part of it which consists of